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Ingalls: The Tampa Flogging Case, Urban Vigiliantism

THE TAMPA FLOGGING CASE,
URBAN VIGILANTISM
by ROBERT P. INGALLS *
NOVEMBER 30, 1935, at about nine o’clock in the evening, a
group of Tampa policemen, without a warrant, entered a
home at 307 East Palm Avenue and seized six men who were
holding a political meeting. Four of the six were members of the
Socialist party. All belonged to the Modern Democrats, a new
local party that had run candidates in the recent municipal election on a platform containing socialist ideas. Now, almost a
month after their candidates had been defeated by incumbents,
these leaders of the Modern Democrats were being taken to police
headquarters for questioning about their alleged “Communist
activities.” After a brief interrogation, the men were released, but
three of them-Eugene F. Poulnot, Sam Rogers, and Joseph Shoemaker-were abducted by a gang waiting in cars outside police
headquarters. These three, all unemployed, and known for their
opposition to the city administration, were taken to a wooded
area some fourteen miles from Tampa. There they were undressed and flogged, after which hot tar and feathers were applied to the wounds. The three were then warned to “get out of
town in twenty-four hours or we’ll kill you.” Poulnot and Rogers
were able to make their painful way back to Tampa, but Shoemaker, who had suffered the worst beating, collapsed and spent
the night in a ditch alongside a deserted country road. The
following morning, Shoemaker’s friends found him and rushed
him to a hospital. 1 According to one of the doctors, “He is
N

*

Mr. Ingalls is assistant professor of history, University of South Florida,
Tampa.
1. Tampa Daily Times, December 2, 14, 1935; Tampa Morning Tribune,
December 2, 3, 13, 1935; D. M. Benson to David Lasser, December 2,
1935, vol. 835, American Civil Liberties Union Papers, Princeton University Library, Princeton, New Jersey (hereinafter cited as ACLU
Papers); J. Edgar Hoover Memorandum, December 14, 1935, File No.
109-18-6, Classified General File, Records of the Department of Justice,
Record Group 60, National Archives, Washington, D.C.; Interview of
Eugene F. Poulnot by Ian Van Buskirk, September 1973, recording in
possession of author; Daniel Ruth, “Night of the Floggings,” Florida
Accent, January 19, 1975, pp. 8-11.
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horribly mutilated. I wouldn’t beat a hog the way that man was
whipped. . . . He was beaten until he is paralyzed on one side,
probably from blows on the head. . . . I doubt if three square
feet would cover the total area of bloodshot bruises on his body,
not counting the parts injured only by tar.“ 2 In a desperate attempt to save Shoemaker’s life, doctors amputated his left leg,
but to no avail. The victim died on December 9, nine days after
the flogging. 3
As soon as the papers carried the news of the attack on the
three Modern Democrats, several national groups demanded
that the floggers be punished. In the first report of the
attack by the Associated Press there was no hint of police complicity, but Tampa’s two newspapers quickly learned from
Eugene Poulnot that he had recognized a policeman among the
mob. 4 Fearing that Tampa authorities would not vigorously
pursue the case, friends of the victims appealed for help from
national organizations. 5 Norman Thomas and the Socialist party
took the lead since Poulnot and Rogers were members, and Shoemaker had been a former member. Upon learning of the beating,
Thomas, in telegrams to Tampa’s mayor, R. E. L. Chancey, and
to the Hillsborough County sheriff, J. R. McLeod, demanded
immediate action against the assailants. To focus attention on the
case, Socialists in New York organized the Committee for the
Defense of Civil Rights in Tampa, a coalition headed by Norman
Thomas and supported by Socialist groups and unions. 6 They
2. Tampa Morning Tribune, December 4, 1935.
3. Ibid., December 10, 1935.
4. Chicago Daily Tribune, December 2, 1935; Tampa Daily Times, December 3, 1935.
5. The Socialist party had virtually disappeared in Florida during the
1920s, but it claimed 188 members in the state by 1935. This exceeded
the party membership in any other southern state. Tampa’s local chapter,
organized in 1931, was one of the more active, providing much of the
leadership for the Socialist party in Florida during the 1930s. Report of
M. E. Edson, May 1931, Box 537, Socialist Party Papers, Duke University
Library, Durham, North Carolina (hereinafter cited as SPP); Membership Report by State, 1928-1935, Box 145, ibid.
6. Frank McCallister to Norman Thomas, December 1, 1935, Labor and
Socialist Press, Service, December 6, 1935, vol. 835, ACLU Papers; Thomas
to R. E. L. Chancey, December 2, 1935, Thomas to J. R. McLeod, December 2, 1935, Thomas to McCallister, December 4, 1935, Norman
Thomas Papers, New York Public Library; National Executive Committee, Memorandum Number 3, January 4, 1936, p. 5, Box 145, SPP;
Minutes of Board Meeting, December 18, 1935, Box 1, League for Industrial Democracy Papers, Tamiment Library, New York University;
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began a fund-raising and letter-writing campaign designed
to “bring down upon the heads of government in the city
of Tampa the full force of public indignation everywhere.“ 7
The American Civil Liberties Union offered a $1,000 reward
for information leading to the arrest and conviction of the
guilty persons. Additional support came from the American
Federation of Labor (AFL) which had scheduled its 1936 convention for Tampa. Following Shoemaker’s death, William
Green, the president of the union, issued a statement saying it
was “altogether probable” that the group would transfer its
convention to another city unless those involved were tried and,
if found guilty, were punished. 8
As pressure mounted, many Floridians condemned the floggings. In communities across the state, newspaper editors deplored the crime. The Tallahassee Daily Democrat found the
crime “so revolting that no civilized community or state can
permit it to go unpunished.“ 9 The Miami Herald declared the
mob responsible “as venomous as a mad dog, and its leaders
should be dealt with just as dispassionately as we would a rabid
animal.“ 10 The Tampa Tribune reported: “No crime in the history of Hillsborough County has brought so great a clamor for
punishment of the guilty.” The city’s papers joined in the rising
tide of protest by giving front page coverage to the case. Numerous editorials argued that the city “must ferret out and punish
the perpetrators of this outrage.“ 11 Resolutions deploring the
crime and calling for action came from many local groups including labor unions, the Junior Chamber of Commerce, the

7.

8.
9.
10.
11.

New Leader, December 7, 1935; Socialist Call, December 7, 14, 1935. The
Communist party publicly endorsed the Socialist party campaign to
secure punishment of the floggers. Daily Worker, December 6, 11, 1935.
During the following year, the committee raised over $7,600, which was
used to finance extensive publicity and to pay salaries for staff members
and investigators. Leading contributors to the committee included the
American Civil Liberties Union, the International Labor Defense, the
League for Industrial Democracy, and the International Ladies Garment
Workers’ Union. Committee for the Defense of Civil Rights in Tampa,
Financial Statement, November 1, 1936, vol. 931, ACLU Papers.
ACLU Press Release, December 2, 1935, vol. 835, ibid.; American Federation of Labor Weekly News Service, December 14, 1935; Tampa Morning
Tribune, December 4, 9, 12, 13, 1935.
Tallahassee Daily Democrat, December 16, 1935.
Miami Herald, December 13, 1935.
Tampa Morning Tribune, December 11, 1935; Tampa Daily Times, December 4, 1935. For similar editorials, see Tampa Daily Times, December
9-11, 13-14, 16, 1935; Tampa Morning Tribune, December 6, 8, 13, 1935.
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American Legion, and the Hillsborough County Bar Association. 12 On the Sunday afternoon following Shoemaker’s death,
Tampa’s leading ministers held a public memorial service in the
municipal auditorium which was attended by about 1,000 people
and was broadcast over a local radio station. Walter Metcalf,
pastor of the prestigious First Congregational Church and the
head of the local Ministerial Association, became chairman of a
group calling itself the Committee for the Defense of Civil
Liberties in Tampa, which pledged cooperation with other organizations in the campaign to ferret out and punish the floggers. 13
A number of reasons help explain this public outcry. Although similar in some ways to other acts of mob violence that
went largely unnoticed at the time, the Tampa case had several
unusual features. As the New Republic observed, “When Southern white men lynch a Negro, that’s not news. When Southern
white men, under the eyes of local police and apparently with
tacit approval, kidnap a white man and beat him so badly he
dies, that is perhaps something else again.“ 14 The nature of the
crime, resulting in Shoemaker’s death, undoubtedly stirred many
people. As one newspaper pointed out, “Even calloused minds
might flinch from a thing so horrible-tar and feathers, a gangrenous leg, amputation and death that closed mumbling lips.“ 15
The citizens of Tampa also saw their city’s reputation on trial;
this incident was only the latest in a series of lawless acts. Since
1931, at least three labor organizers had been beaten in Tampa,
and a variety of violence had plagued recent city elections. 16
Therefore, in the wake of the flogging of the three Modern
Democrats, the Tampa Tribune warned: “Tampa cannot afford
to ‘pass up’ this latest outbreak of local lawlessness.“ 17
The political nature of the floggings also made them a cause
celebre. Several newspapers labeled Shoemaker’s death “a po12. Tampa Morning Tribune, December 6, 11, 1935.
13. Ibid., December 15, 18, 1935; Walter Metcalf to Harold E. Fey, January
31, 1936, vol. 931, ACLU Papers; Walter Metcalf, “Tampa Repents,”
Fellowship, II (February 1936), clipping in vol. 931, ACLU Papers;
“Tampa’s Fatal Flogging,” Literary Digest, 120 (December 28, 1935), 7.
14. “A Man Is Killed,” New Republic, LXXXV (December 25, 1935), 187.
15. Bradenton Herald, December 18, 1935.
16. Tampa Morning Tribune, November 5, 1931; St. Louis Post-Dispatch,
January 12, 1936; Detroit News, March 26, 1936.
17. Tampa Morning Tribune, December 6, 1935.
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litical murder.“ 18 As such the Tampa case raised fears of fascism
in some minds. According to one Socialist journal, “All Florida
has awakened, temporarily, at least, to the realization that an
Americanized Fascism has come to the land of orange groves.“ 19
While some observers linked the crime to the Nazi terror that
was rising in Europe, others tied it directly to an old American
tradition-vigilantism. The American Civil Liberties Union
called it a “vigilante attack.“ 20
Recent studies of American violence support the view that
the Tampa flogging case was an example of vigilantism. Simply
defined as “taking the law into one’s own hands,” vigilantism is
usually associated with the frontier where it was often used to
deal with horse thieves, cattle rustlers, and other outlaws. But
with the disappearance of the frontier, violence began to be
employed against new victims-not common criminals but
“Catholics, Jews, Negroes, immigrants, laboring men and labor
leaders, political radicals, advocates of civil liberties, and nonconformists in general.“ 21 As the victims changed, so too did the
setting for vigilante activities shift from the countryside to the
city. Yet, like its frontier counterpart, urban vigilantism remained a violent, illegal means of preserving the status quo
against any perceived threat. Events surrounding the Tampa
floggings show they were clearly an expression of vigilantism,
meaning “establishment violence.“ 22
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

St. Petersburg Times, December 11, 1935; “What Is Americanism?” Common Sense, V (February 1936), 5.
Socialist Call, December 28, 1935.
ACLU Press Release, December 8, 1953, vol. 835, ACLU Papers. See also:
“Vigilante Brutality,” Common Sense, V (January 1936), 5; Tampa-Tar
and Terror (New York, n.d.), 15, in vol. 931, ACLU Papers.
Richard Maxwell Brown, Strain of Violence: Historical Studies of American Violence and Vigilantism (New York, 1975), 23.
Two political scientists, H. Jon Rosenbaum and Peter C. Sederberg, have
generally defined vigilantism as “establishment violence.” That is, illegitimate or illegal coercion by “certain groups that believe they possess a
vested interest in the preservation of the current distribution of values.”
Vigilante violence aimed at maintaining the existing socio-political order
is thus distinguished from “revolutionary” and “reactionary” violence,
both of which are directed at change. In their commitment to the
status quo, vigilantes, according to Rosenbaum and Sederberg, “compose
an establishment though not necessarily an elite.” That is, whether
prominent or not, vigilantes are people who identify with the existing
order and use violence to maintain it. H. Jon Rosenbaum and Peter C.
Sederberg, “Vigilantism: An Analysis of Establishment Violence,” in
Vigilante Politics, ed. by Rosenbaum and Sederberg (Philadelphia, 1976),
3-6.
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By 1935, Tampa was a growing urban community with a
population of some 100,000 people. Its port was particularly
active, exporting citrus and phosphates. Tampa’s main business
was cigar-making, which produced a net profit of $273,000 on almost $10,000,000 in sales during 1935. 23 However, Tampa’s richest
source of profits may well have been gambling. In a 1935 study
of this well-organized but illegal business, the Junior Chamber
of Commerce estimated that the numbers racket, known locally
as “bolita,” took in over $1,000,000 a month and employed approximately 1,000 people. Exposing what it branded “Our Biggest Business,” the Tampa Tribune reported that the peak load
on the local telephone service came around nine o’clock in the
evening when the players called to find out the lucky number for
the day. Syndicates which controlled Tampa’s gambling allegedly
insured a steady flow of illicit profits by paying local authorities
for protection. As a result, public office could prove highly rewarding, and Tampa politics degenerated, into battles to determine which faction would win access to the graft. Although
difficult to document, this view of Tampa was widely held. 24
The 1935 municipal primary revealed Tampa politics at its
worst. Since the so-called “White Municipal party” had long
governed the city, victory in the primary was tantamount to
election. In 1935, two political factions bitterly fought for control of Tampa’s city government. One group was headed by Pat
Whitaker, a leading criminal lawyer and former state legislator,
whose brother-in-law, Robert E. Lee Chancey, had been elected
mayor of Tampa in 1931. The challenging slate of candidates was
led by D. B. McKay, formerly owner of the Tampa Times and
Chancey’s predecessor as mayor. During the 1935 primary,
Chancey and McKay each accused the other of having engaged in
election fraud and with cooperating with the underworld. The
election campaign threatened to be especially explosive since the
city machine controlled the Tampa police department while its
23. Federal Writers’ Project, Florida, Florida: A Guide to the Southernmost
State (New York, 1939), 90-92, 284-88; A. Stuart Campbell and W. Porter
McLendon, The Cigar Industry of Tampa, Florida (Gainesville, 1939),
152.
24. Tampa Morning Tribune, September 19, December 4, 1935; Tampa Daily
Times, February 27, 1936; Hubert Herring, “Tampa Warns America,”
Christian Century, LIII (March 4, 1936), 359-60; Federal Writers’ Project,
“Seeing Tampa,” typescript (n.p., 1937), 16-17, Florida Collection, University of South Florida Library, Tampa.
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political enemies dominated the county government, including
the sheriff’s office. Sharing official responsibility for overseeing
elections, each side tried to put on a show of force. On election
day, September 3, the city bolstered its police force with over
1,000 special policemen, while the sheriff deputized 600 extra
men. To prevent violence between the well-armed factions, Governor David Sholtz ordered 300 national guardsmen in to patrol
the city. The primary resulted in victory for the incumbent
Chancey administration, but at a heavy price. Two men were
shot, and over fifty people-including city employees-were arrested for stuffing ballot boxes. Tampa’s reputation suffered still
further from the unfavorable publicity. 25 On the morning after
the primary, the Tampa Tribune warned: “Tampa must get
away from this sort of thing-when, with no important issue or
interest at stake, the selfish rivalry of competing factions of
politicians and of grasping gambling syndicates, each fighting for
control of the offices and the law-breaking privileges, can involve
the city in a heated, disrupting and discreditable fight such as
we experienced yesterday.“ 26
One close observer of the primary was Joseph Shoemaker who
served as poll watcher for the city administration. Disturbed by
what he saw, Shoemaker organized a new party to challenge the
city machine in the November general election. Although he had
moved to Florida only a few months earlier, Shoemaker had been
active in the Socialist party in Vermont until he was formally
ejected in 1934 for endorsing the New Deal and Democratic
party candidates. 2 7 In Tampa he created a party called the
Modern Democrats, dedicated to “production for use instead of
profit.” Drawing on the ideas of moderate socialists such as
25.

Tampa Morning Tribune, August 27-31, September 1-4, 1935; New York
Times, September 3-4, 1935; Tampa Daily Times, February 29, 1936;
Adiel J. Moncrief, Jr. to the Editor, Christian Century, LIII (March
25, 1936), 469; “Civil Liberties in Tampa,” Federal Council of the
Churches of Christ in America, Information Service, XV (May 9, 1936),
1-3; “Robert E. Lee Chancey,” “D. B. McKay,” and “Pat Whitaker,” in
William J. Placie, ed., Prominent Personalities of Tampa (Tampa, 1942);
Karl H. Grismer, Tampa: A History of the City of Tampa And The
Tampa Bay Region of Florida, ed. D. B. McKay (St. Petersburg, 1950),
282-83, 332-33.
26. Tampa Morning Tribune, September 4, 1935.
27. Ibid., December 10, 13, 1935; Norman Thomas to Mary Sanford, December 30, 1935, Alice C. Voorhis to Thomas, December 23, 1935, Henry B.
Walbridge to Sanford, January 2, 1936, Thomas Papers.
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Upton Sinclair, Shoemaker explained the platform of the Modern
Democrats in a series of letters published by the Tampa Tribune.
He called for a ten-point program including public ownership of
utilities, free hospital care for the needy, monthly investigations
of city departments, an effective referendum law, and a system
whereby the unemployed could produce goods for their own use.
In a weak attempt to avoid charges of communism, Shoemaker
declared: “The biggest cooperative enterprise in the United
States is our postoffice. Is this communism? If so, we want more
of it.” He also promised a “new deal” for Tampa if voters elected
Miller A. Stephens, a mechanic who was the mayoral candidate
of the Modern Democrats. In addition, the party offered a candidate for tax assessor and another for the board of aldermen. 28
Shoemaker’s Modern Democrats picked up the support of local
Socialists, especially those in the Workers’ Alliance, a national
organization of relief workers which had strong ties to the Socialist party. It also had the support of the American Federation of
Labor. Florida’s branch of the Workers’Alliance was headed by
Eugene Poulnot, an unemployed pressman who had been labelled
a troublemaker by local authorities. After the flogging of Poulnot
and his two political allies, Mayor Chancey remarked: “From the
time Tampa’s local Relief Work Council was organized in 1931
and until the present time, Eugene Poulnot has been an agitator,
consistently trying to stir up strife among relief clients.“ 29
Poulnot’s activities included organizing the Unemployed Brotherhood of Hillsborough County and leading demonstrations for
higher relief payments. At one such rally in 1934, he was arrested
by the police and charged with a breach of the peace after allegedly telling a crowd of fellow relief workers: “If they don’t
give us the relief we want, let’s go open a warehouse and take
what we need.“ 30 The charge was subsequently dropped, and
28. Tampa Morning Tribune, October 11, 13, 28, 31, November 1, 4, 1935.
Quotes from ibid., October 27, 29, 1935. Shoemaker was the Florida agent
for a variety of socialist-oriented journals including the American
Guardian, Common Sense, and National Epic News. Herman Wolf, “And
Southern Death,” Common Sense, V (February 1936), 12.
29. R. E. L. Chancey to Aubrey Williams, November 17, 1935, folder 641-P,
Florida State File, Works Projects Administration Papers, Record Group
69, National Archives, Washington, D.C.
30. Tampa Daily Times, February 26, 1936. See also: Tampa Morning
Tribune, May 11, 13, 1934; D. M. Benson to ACLU, May 11, 1934, vol.
741, ACLU Papers; David Lasser, “Socialists and the Unemployed,”
American Socialist Monthly, V (June 1936), 10-14.
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Poulnot continued his work on behalf of the unemployed. As
Socialist party members, both Poulnot and his close friend, Sam
Rogers, campaigned for the Modern Democrats.
Although their candidates were defeated in November 1935,
the Modern Democrats remained active. 31 They held rallies and
formed a permanent organization in preparation for county and
state elections the following year. Shoemaker also continued to
have his letters published in the Tampa Tribune. He used them
to explain a new cooperative system of production based on the
ideas of the American Commonwealth Federation. His last letter,
offering to debate this plan with anyone at any time, appeared
four days before he and his friends were kidnapped and beaten. 32
Protests against the vigilante attack emphasized its political
roots. At the Tampa memorial service for Joseph Shoemaker,
Reverend Metcalf explained why he thought the crime had occurred: “These victims did not like the looks of our infamous
primary election with hundreds of armed men at the polls. They
did not like to think of nearly half the population of Tampa on
relief rolls. Such men were branded as ‘reds.’ “ 33
The national Committee for the Defense of Civil Rights in
Tampa agreed. Its first public statement declared: “The man who
was murdered and his friends who were tortured and kidnapped
were marked for only one reason: they had the courage to organize workers and to oppose a corrupt and tyrannical political
machine. They took seriously their rights as workers and citizens
and by their activity became undesirable to certain persons in
the community of Tampa.“ 34
Official investigations of the crime lent credence to these
charges. Tampa authorities initially reacted to accusations of
police complicity by attempting a cover up. After a two-day inquiry, Tampa’s chief of police, R. G. Tittsworth, reported that
“no member of the police department had any participation directly or indirectly with the flogging.“ 35 Although the city seemed
In the mayoral race, Mayor Chancey defeated Stephens of the Modern
Democrats by a vote of 10,768 to 919. Tampa Morning Tribune, November 6, 1935.
32. Ibid., November 9, 11, 13, 14, 16, 18, 20, 22, 26, 1935.
33. Ibid., December 16, 1935.
34. Norman Thomas and Mary Fox, “Can It Happen Here?,” December 13,
1935, vol. 835, ACLU Papers.
35. Tampa Morning Tribune, December 6, 1935.
31.
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reluctant to press the case, county and state officials, under orders
from Governor David Sholtz, pushed ahead. The sheriff of Hillsborough County, J. R. McLeod, had no political ties to the city
administration. Formerly a Tampa newspaperman and district
director of the Works Progress Administration, McLeod had been
recently appointed to office by Governor Sholtz, who had dismissed the previous sheriff for “drunkenness, incompetency, and
neglect of duty in office.“ 36
Since the flogging of the Modern Democrats had occurred in
his jurisdiction, McLeod began collecting evidence as soon as he
learned of the crime. He worked cooperatively with J. Rex
Farrior, the state attorney for Hillsborough County, who had
responsibility for prosecuting murder cases. As they proceeded
with their investigation, McLeod and Farrior revealed pieces of
incriminating evidence that indicated the attack was premeditated. Evidence showed that one of the six Modern Democrats
originally picked up by police was John A. McCaskill, a city
fireman and the son of a policeman. A recent convert to the cause
of the Modern Democrats, McCaskill had briefly left the fateful
meeting on November 30, in order to find Poulnot who had not
yet appeared. Shortly after Poulnot arrived with McCaskill, the
police carried all six Modern Democrats to headquarters where
their names were entered in the detention book. However, McCaskill’s name was later obliterated and a fictitious one substituted. 37
As evidence of police involvement mounted and demands for
arrests increased, local officials were forced to take action. On
December 9, the day of Shoemaker’s death, Mayor Chancey started
his own inquiry, and he threatened to discharge any police officer
who withheld information. A week later, Sheriff McLeod and
State Attorney Farrior began presenting evidence to a grand jury.
Mayor Chancey then suspended John McCaskill, the city fireman
who had joined the Modern Democrats, apparently to spy for
the police. The mayor also suspended the five city policemen
and two special policemen who had allegedly raided the meeting
of the Modern Democrats without a warrant. The following day,
December 18, five of the seven policemen were arrested and
36. Ibid., October 11, 1935; David Sholtz to Aletha Ellsworth, January 16,
1936, vol. 931, ACLU Papers.
37. Tampa Morning Tribune, December 5, 10-12, 1935.
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charged with the premeditated murder of Joseph Shoemaker. The
list of charges was later expanded to a total of six including the
kidnapping and assault of Poulnot and Rogers. A sixth person
indicted was another policeman who had been tried and found
innocent of vote fraud in the September primary. 38 With the
announcement of these indictments, Chief of Police Tittsworth
announced that he was taking an indefinite leave of absence. A
month later he was indicted as an accessory after the fact for
attempting to block investigation of the crime. 39
Meanwhile, additional evidence had been uncovered that
pointed to the participation of the Ku Klux Klan in the crime.
Joseph Shoemaker’s brother revealed that shortly before the
flogging he had received a telephone call with the warning: “This
is the Ku Klux Klan. We object to your brother’s activities. They
are Communistic. Tell him to leave town. We will take care of
the other radicals, too.“ 40
The Tampa Tribune printed a copy of a Klan circular that
was widely distributed in the wake of the brutal attack. Declaring “Communism Must Co,” the leaflet proclaimed, “THE KU
KLUX KLAN RIDES AGAIN.” The Klan pledged “to fight to
the last ditch and the last man against any and all attacks on our
government and its American institutions.” The circular concluded with an appeal for help and gave a Tampa post office box
as a mailing address. 41 Three days after publication of this leaflet,
Sheriff McLeod arrested two alleged Klan members from Orlando
and charged them with assaulting Shoemaker. Another Orlando
man was subsequently taken into custody and also charged with
38. Ibid., December 17-19, 1935; New York Times, December 15-19, 1935.
Those indicted were J. P. Bridges, C. A. Brown, C. W. Carlisle, R. L.
Chappell, S. E. Crosby, and F. W. Switzer.
39. Tampa Morning Tribune, December 18, 24, 1935, January 24, 1936; New
York Times, December 25, 1935, January 25, 1936.
40. St. Louis Post-Dispatch, January 12, 1936.
41. Tampa Morning Tribune, December 20, 1935. Both contemporary observers and historians have emphasized that the KKK wielded strong
influence in Tampa during this period. Edward Miraglia to Roger N.
Baldwin, December 17, 1935, Baldwin to George B. Parker, December 19,
1935, vol. 835, ACLU Papers; George Clifton Edwards to Norman
Thomas, January 6, 1936, Thomas Papers; Detroit News, March 24, 26,
27, 1936; Frank Shay, Judge Lynch: His First Hundred Years (New
York, 1938), 234-35; Arnold Rice, The Ku Klux Klan In American
Politics (Washington, D.C., 1962), 96; David M. Chalmers, Hooded
Americanism: The First Century of the Ku Klux Klan, 1865-1965
(Garden City, New York, 1965), 312. For a Klan statement of its popularity in Tampa, see the Kourier, XI (March 1935), 43.
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participating in the flogging. According to McLeod, all three
Orlando men were Klan members who had served as special
policemen in Tampa’s September primary. 42 The indictment of
a police stenographer, as an accessory after the fact, brought to
eleven the number of persons charged in the flogging case. 43 At
one time or another, all eleven had been employed by the Tampa
police department. The eight who worked for the city at the time
of the flogging were part of the local establishment although
none, except perhaps for Police Chief Tittsworth, could be considered a member of the community’s elite.
Prominent Tampans went to the aid of the accused. The chief
defense attorney was Pat Whitaker, Mayor Chancey’s brother-inlaw, who was widely considered as a possible candidate for governor in 1936. Bail bonds for the accused, amounting to almost
$100,000 in all, were provided by a group of local businessmen,
including Eli Witt, owner of Hav-A-Tampa Cigar Company;
D. Hoyt Woodbery, secretary-treasurer of Hav-A-Tampa; E. L.
Rotureau, president of Tampa Stevedoring Company; and Edward W. Spencer, owner of Spencer Auto Electric, Inc. 44
The indictment of the policemen brought praise from Norman Thomas, the perennial candidate for president on the
Socialist party ticket. On Sunday, January 19, 1936, Thomas arrived in Tampa, where he spoke to a cheering crowd of 2,000
people at a rally sponsored by the local Committee for the Defense of Civil Liberties in Tampa. Thomas attacked the “men
higher up” who “protect and maybe order [floggings]; the politicians who profit by such things; the economic interests who are
intent upon putting fear in their workers.” Yet he praised
Tampans also. “This is the first time in American history,” he
declared, “that any floggers ever have been brought to justice, and
perhaps some of the higher-ups reached.” He attributed the indictments to the courageous efforts of Reverend Metcalf, Sheriff
McLeod, the Tampa Tribune, and the Tampa Times. 45
42.

The men from Orlando were Arlie F. Gillian, Edward Spivey, and James
Dean. Tampa Morning Tribune, December 23, 24, 29, 1935.
43. The stenographer was Manuel A. Menendez. Ibid., February 15, 1936.
44. Ibid., December 20, 24, 29, 1935; Tampa Daily Times, February 28, 1936;
Polk’s Tampa City Directory, XXIV (1935); “Edward W. Spencer” and
“Eli Witt” in Placie, Prominent Personalities of Tampa; Grismer, Tampa,
388-89, 398-99.
45. Tampa Morning Tribune, January 20, 1936; Norman Thomas to J. R.
McLeod, January 28, 1936, Thomas Papers.
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Seven of the accused policemen went on trial in March 1936. 46
Defense lawyers won a change of venue to Bartow, in neighboring
Polk County, because they believed that the extensive publicity
would make it difficult to find an impartial jury in Tampa. Six of
the seven defendants were charged with four counts each relating
to the kidnapping of Eugene Poulnot. Former Police Chief Tittsworth was charged with being an accessory after the fact. Prosecution witnesses, including Poulnot and several policemen, identified five of the defendants as participants in the kidnapping that
had occurred in front of police headquarters, The police officers
who testified for the prosecution testified that they had originally
concealed the facts of the case because they feared they would
lose their jobs if they told the truth. However, after Tittsworth
stepped down as police chief, they had told prosecutors all they
knew. In cross-examination, defense attorneys tried to paint
prosecution witnesses as liars or Communists. Asserting that “communism stands for social equality of all races,” a defense lawyer
made the point that police raiding the meeting of the Modern
Democrats had seized a picture showing a white man and a Negro
shaking hands under the caption, “Equalization.” In rebuttal,
prosecutors exhibited records which showed that the Modern
Democrats advocated change through legal political methods.
Furthermore, minutes of their meetings disclosed that they
regularly sang “America” and read excerpts from the United
States Constitution. 47
At the end of the long six-week trial the defense presented its
case. It first moved for a directed verdict of acquittal which
Judge Robert T. Dewell granted for two defendants, the former
police chief and Robert Chappell, a policeman, whom no one
had directly linked to the kidnapping. Judge Dewell also reduced
the charges against the remaining five defendants by eliminating
counts related to an alleged conspiracy to kidnap Poulnot. Left
with a single charge of kidnapping, the defense provided only
twenty-seven minutes of testimony, all designed to attack the
credibility of Poulnot. In final arguments to the jury, the prosecu46. The defendants were J. P. Bridges, C. A. Brown, C. W. Carlisle, R. L.
Chappell, S. E. Crosby, F. W. Switzer, and R. G. Tittsworth.
47. Tampa Morning Tribune, April 1, April 14-May 13, 1936. Quote from
April 15, 1936. The New York Times and St. Louis Post-Dispatch also
covered the trial on a daily basis.
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tion appealed for conviction in order to preserve the constitutional rights of free speech and freedom of assembly. Pat
Whitaker claimed that the real issue was the Communist threat
to Anglo-Saxon civilization. 48
In a surprise decision, the six-man jury returned verdicts of
guilty. The outcome astounded the defense and prosecution
alike, because no one had expected any local jury to convict in
such a case. But the jurors, who deliberated less than three hours,
told reporters there was no question in their minds. One juror
commented, “Communism and all that stuff had nothing to do
with the case.” Another, a former deputy sheriff, declared: “What
got us was the way those policemen, supposed to be the law enforcement officers, went right out and participated in an unlawful
act.” Each of the five policemen was sentenced to a four-year
prison term, but were released on bail pending appeal. 49
Many observers believed that the guilty verdicts represented a
turning point in Florida justice. The American Civil Liberties
Union hailed the convictions as “a victory in the fight for civil
rights in Florida and the beginning of a drive against the Ku
Klux Klan.“ 50 A socialist newspaper called the jury decision “the
most stunning blow against vigilantism ever struck in Florida.”
However, this journal warned its readers that the trial was only
the first round in the fight for civil liberties because the “convicted kidnappers may still be cleared by legal maneuvers in the
Florida Supreme Court.“ 51
This suspicion proved correct. On July 1, 1937, over a year
after the guilty verdicts were handed down, Florida’s highest
tribunal overturned the convictions because the trial judge had
failed to inform the jury that it could not consider evidence
related to the charges of conspiracy to kidnap which the judge had
dismissed. Therefore, the Florida Supreme Court ordered a new
trial for the five policemen who had been found guilty of kidnapping Poulnot. While awaiting retrial on the charge of kidnapping, the five defendants were prosecuted in October 1937,
for the murder of Joseph Shoemaker. After severely limiting the
admissible evidence, the same trial judge, Robert Dewell, directed
48. Tampa Morning Tribune, May 14-24, 1936.
49. St. Louis Post-Dispatch, May 23-24, 1936.
50. ACLU Press Release, June 5, 1936, vol. 931, ACLU Papers.
51. Socialist Call, May 30, 1936.
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verdicts of acquittal. In June 1938, a retrial on the kidnapping
charge resulted in a jury finding of not guilty. 52
Although the Tampa floggings went unpunished, the evidence points to the attack as an example of vigilantism, defined
as establishment violence intended to preserve vested interests.
Shoemaker, Poulnot, and Rogers had challenged the status quo
in Tampa by organizing the unemployed and running independent candidates opposed to municipal corruption. In contrast
to the Modern Democrats who relied on peaceful, legal methods,
their opponents resorted to violent, illegal means. Perceiving the
Modern Democrats as a threat, city employees acting in both
official and unofficial capacities used vigilante tactics. The campaign of law-breaking began when policemen raided the meeting
of the Modern Democrats without a warrant. The well-organized
gang of floggers then kidnapped the victims with the help of
policemen, according to witnesses. City police initially responded
to the crime by trying to cover up for fellow officers. When policemen and Klansmen were indicted as a result of public pressure,
they won support from leading members of the community, including the mayor’s brother-in-law. The policemen ultimately
went free, but strong evidence remained of official complicity in
the crime.
The apparent success of vigilantism encouraged its further
use in Tampa. Although the Modern Democrats disappeared,
vigilantes continued to violate the civil liberties of radicals and
labor organizers. During the period of 1936-1938, the American
Civil Liberties Union annually ranked Tampa as one of the
worst “centers of repression” in the United States. 53
The flogging case indicates that the violence in Tampa was
not random or meaningless. On the contrary, it was a systematic,
though illegal, method of protecting the existing order from any
perceived threats, even legal ones. As such, the failure to punish
the vigilante murderers of Joseph Shoemaker remained, in the
words of the Tampa Tribune, “a grim and ineradicable indictment of Florida, its courts, its citizenship.“ 54
52.

Brown et al. v. State, 175 So. 515 (1937); New York Times, October 4-15,
1937, June 5, 11, 1938.
53. American Civil Liberties Union, Let Freedom Ring! The Story of Civil
Liberty, 1936-37 (New York, 1937), 12; American Civil Liberties Union,
Eternal Vigilance! The Story of Civil Liberty, 1937-1938 (New York,
1938), 13.
54. Tampa Morning Tribune, June 12, 1938.
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